Recent research in the western
INTRODUCTION
In 1991, an interdisciplinary team of archaeologists, biologists, paleoecologists, and geologists began a multiyear project in the western Aleutian Islands, Alaska. The goals of the project are twofold: (1) to examine the issue of cultural isolation in the western Aleutians, and (2) to document Holocene environmental changes and their effects on the development of Aleut culture.
Cultural isolation has long been a paradigm of Aleutian archaeology. The Near Islands, the westernmost group in the chain, are the most isolated and the people the most culturally divergent Aleut group. This paper examines the distribution of several typically Aleutian cultural traits, burial and artifact types, and social and ideological features to outline the extent and nature of western Aleutian isolation. Constructing a basic chronology and developing a standardized artifact typology are necessary to allow meaningful comparisons with neighboring areas.
The second component of the project to be discussed documents environmental changes in the western Aleutian region in an effort to define environmental influences on Aleut culture. Mason and Gerlach (1995) correlate changes in social complexity and technological innovation in North Alaska to changes in regional climate patterns during the late Holocene. This research seeks in part to evaluate the potential of this approach for explaining Aleutian prehistory.
SETTING
The Aleutian Islands stretch nearly 1700 km west from the tip of the Alaska Peninsula to the Near Islands, so named for their proximity to Kamchatka (Fig. 1) . The more than 200 islands of the chain are broken into six groups separated by rough ocean passes. The islands are the emergent peaks of a submarine volcanic arc marking the subduction zone between the North American and Pacific Plates. Earthquakes are common, the islands are being uplifted, and tsunamis commonly batter the southern coasts of the islands. The chain boasts 46 active volcanoes.
Biologically, the islands are extensions of both Asia and North America. Access to the chain is channeled through the two end points. Biotic communities are young, having arrived about 7000 years ago, after the last glacial retreat (Hulten, 1968) . Colonization by both plants and animals continues from both ends of the chain, with greater diversity at the ends than in the center (Hulten, 1937) . Several species of willows (Salix), an alder (Alnus crispa), salmon berries (Rubus spectabilis), and strawberries extend as far west as Umnak. Asiatic plants are strikingly represented by Kamchatka thistles (Cirsium kamschaticum), mountain ash (Sorbus sambucifolia), and Cacalia auriculata. Unimak Island, at the east end, supports resident populations of brown bears, caribou, foxes, and ground squirrels (Murie, 1959) . The western islands support no native resident land mammals; both foxes and rats have been introduced since the eighteenth century. Fauna from Asia included several species of birds, especially during fall and spring migrations, and rare occurrences of Stellars Sea Cow (Hydrodamlia gigas) and Pallas' Cormorant (Compsohalieus perspicillatus), both now extinct (Turner, 1886) .
At the time of Russian contact, in 1741, the islands supported an estimated human population of around 16,000 people (Lantis, 1984) . Small and rugged, the islands lack most resources necessary to support human
